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Introduction




We spend so much of our lives waiting. Waiting for the phone to ring, for the bus to arrive, for test results, for the storm to pass. Waiting can be dull; it can be agonizing, or it can be quietly sacred. In the moments between what has ended and what is still to come, something inside us stirs. 

This collection is about those spaces, the thresholds where ordinary people pause and wrestle with uncertainty, hope, or fear. Through a delayed flight, a traveler finds connection with strangers during the long night. A tired insomniac counts the drips of her coffeepot, waiting for courage to dial a number that could change everything. And even a dog named Fritzy, once labeled a failure, waits for his moment to prove what love and loyalty truly mean.

Each story asks the same question in different ways: what happens to us while we wait? Do we falter? Do we grow? Do we discover strength we didn’t know we had?

These tales are brief but not small. Like the pauses in music, they give shape and meaning to what comes next. I invite you to lean into the silences, the stillness, the seconds that stretch—and discover what waits inside the waiting.












  
  
The Waiting Room




The elevator doors opened onto the third floor with a reluctant sigh. Fluorescent lights hummed overhead, throwing their pale glow onto linoleum tiles polished thin by decades of footsteps. A sign pointed left: “Oncology.” To the right: “Cardiology.” Straight ahead: “Waiting Room.” 

Clara stepped out, clutching her handbag to her chest as though it might shield her. Her husband was in surgery two floors below. The doctors had said words she only half-heard—“procedure,” “risk,” “hours.” They had directed her here to wait.

The room was a patchwork of chairs upholstered in tired blue fabric, with a television in the corner mumbling the news to no one in particular. Coffee percolated on a side table, its bitter scent mingling with disinfectant. The air carried the nervous rustle of magazines, the creak of shifting bodies, the silence of lives on pause.

Clara chose a chair near the window. Outside, the city went on indifferently as buses hissed, pedestrians hurried, a woman with a red umbrella laughed into her phone. Life moved. Inside, time was, as they say, molasses in January. 

Across from her sat an older man in a tweed cap, hands folded over a cane. He gave her a polite nod. Beside him, a young mother tried to entertain her toddler with a stuffed rabbit, her smile stretched thin. Two teenagers slouched with earbuds in, occasionally glancing at the clock. And in the far corner, a nun held a rosary, her lips moving soundlessly.

Each person was waiting, although the reasons for their wait varied. Clara felt the weight of it, the way waiting pressed people into a strange fellowship.

The man with the cap leaned forward slightly. “First time here?”

She nodded. “My husband. Surgery.”

He tapped his cane once against the floor. “My wife, too. Different kinds, though we’ve been here often enough to know the wallpaper by heart.” His smile was wan. “You get to recognize the patterns.”

Clara swallowed, unsure if she wanted to recognize anything about this place. She glanced at the clock: ten minutes gone.

The young mother dropped the rabbit, and it skidded across the floor. Clara bent quickly, retrieved it, and offered it back. The child’s fingers brushed hers, sticky with candy. The mother mouthed a “thank you,” her eyes bright with fatigue. For a moment, Clara felt less alone.

The nun began humming softly, a tune without words. The sound threaded through the room, weaving a quiet calm. Even the television seemed to lower its volume.

Hours stretched. People came and went, their names called by nurses in pastel-colored scrubs. The teenagers left first, muttering, “He’ll text us.” The man in the cap was called next; he rose slowly, tipping his hat to Clara as though she were an old friend. The young mother dozed, her child curled in a small ball against her. The nun prayed on, her presence steady as the ticking clock. Would all those prayers help, or was it merely a way to pass this horrible time lag that felt like days, not hours?

Clara pulled a book from her bag, one she had carried for weeks without opening. The same paragraph went unabsorbed after three reads. She thought of her husband’s laugh, of the way he whistled while fixing the leaky faucet, and of the garden they’d meant to plant this spring. She thought of what she might have to do if the waiting ended badly. Her chest ached.

At last a nurse appeared, her expression unreadable. “Mrs. Henderson?”

Clara’s heart seized. She stood, legs unsteady. The room seemed to lean with her.

“Your husband is stable,” the nurse said quickly, as though she knew the importance of those first words. “The surgery went well. He’s in recovery. You can see him in a little while.”

Relief flooded Clara so suddenly she nearly wept. She sank back into the chair, trembling. The mother stirred awake, the nun looked up and smiled, and for an instant Clara felt that they all shared her exhale.

The waiting had ended, but the room itself remained—ready for the next wave of footsteps, the next names, the next hearts held in suspension. Clara rose, smoothing her skirt. She whispered to the nun, “Thank you for the music.”

The nun touched her beads. “It helps with the waiting,” she said simply.

Clara walked out into the hallway, her steps light, carrying with her the strange fellowship of those who had kept vigil together. Outside, the city still hurried, umbrellas still opened against the drizzle. But she had learned something in that third-floor room: waiting binds, even strangers, in invisible threads of hope.










  
  
The Letter That Never Came 




The first time Nora checked the mailbox after the funeral, she did it without thinking. Muscle memory pushed her down the front steps, past the azaleas, across the little oval of shade the maple spread smoothly at noon. The box’s metal lip was hot. Inside, a circular for tires, a glossy postcard promising windows that would change her life, and a folded envelope addressed to “Resident.” Nothing with his handwriting. She stood there a minute longer than she needed to, as if the extra sixty seconds might coax the past to catch up. 

On day two, she told herself she was only checking in case there were documents from the lawyer. On day seven, she gave up the lie and admitted she was waiting for the letter he’d promised—“I’ll write something for you to open after,” he’d said lightly, as if “after” were a season you could plan for. “Not a goodbye. I don’t believe in those. More like a… map.” He had always loved maps: rivers with names like prayers, roads that braided towns to one another.

She told no one she was waiting. People were kind, but kindness had its own gravity; it pulled you toward the center of what others thought grief should look like. She attended, nodded, sent thank-you cards for casseroles that lasted into a third week and then grew little white wisps in their corners. When she couldn’t sleep, she drafted articles for the website that still paid her to write about city gardens. She set timers, watered basil, and watched the stems lean toward the light. And each afternoon at one, she walked to the mailbox.

One afternoon, the mail truck stopped long enough for her to meet the carrier. He was young, probably late twenties, with a sunburn peeling along his neck and a quick, shy half-smile.

“Hi,” he said, sliding envelopes in. “You’re Nora, right? I’m Luis. I took over this route last month.”

“I’m Nora,” she said, surprised to hear her voice as though it were being used by someone else. “Do you ever—do letters ever get… lost?”

He pulled back slightly, considering. “Not often. Sometimes they’re delayed. Hand-sorted stuff can take weird paths.” He paused. “Are you waiting for something?”

She started to say no, then shrugged. “A letter from my husband. He… He said he was writing one. I thought it would come.”

“I’m sorry,” he mumbled, and his eyes didn’t flinch away. “If you want, I’ll watch for it. Sometimes the old office misroutes from the hospital. But it’ll find you. Letters are good at that.”

After he left, she wanted to believe him. She carried the junk mail inside like it mattered, stacked it on the kitchen table, and brewed tea that she forgot to drink. Her sister called, and Nora said she was fine. “You don’t sound fine,” her sister said with a hint of a question.

“I’m practicing.”

“For what?”

“For sounding fine,” Nora said, and felt, finally, the ridiculousness of it. She laughed and then cried, and her sister listened, and the day rounded a corner she hadn’t known was there.

Weeks unwound. The basil erupted into green hands. Nora began seeing the neighborhood with morning eyes again: the woman on the corner walking three dachshunds like commas, the high-schooler who sat on his front steps playing a trumpet so tenderly it made the sky hold its breath. She worked, emailed clients, and taught a workshop on balcony gardens where she repeated the things she knew by heart: there is no plant that doesn’t stretch toward light; moisture matters more than you think; patience is not waiting in stillness but tending while you wait.

Luis waved when he passed. Sometimes he’d pause and tell her about the old Victorian on Holden where the lady grew tomatoes in paint buckets, or the lavender hedge by the community center that bees worshiped. He was training for a marathon, he revealed one day, and she gave him a mason jar of lemon slices and salt, old runner’s remedy her father had taught her. He looked stunned by the gift, as if kindness were a letter addressed to him.

“You’ll get your letter,” he said before he left. “I can feel it.”

One Tuesday morning in September, Nora saw an envelope in the box with familiar loops on the N of her name. Her breath snagged. The envelope was cream, not white, the kind they bought for wedding invitations once when they were broke and everything felt like it would expand to fit them. Her hands shook so hard she nearly dropped it. She carried it to the kitchen like an invocation and set it on the table.

She didn’t open it. Not at first. She made coffee, sat down, stood up, made toast she didn’t want, cleaned the sink, sat down again. The envelope waited with the patience of a stone.

When she slid her finger under the flap, the paper released with a sound like a small sigh. Inside: a single page, not his handwriting after all, but a typed note on letterhead from the hospice where he’d died. The letter explained that patients sometimes dictated memorial messages, that his had been delayed because the volunteer who typed them had taken time off to care for her own father, then returned and found the queue longer than grief.

Nora exhaled, feeling the shape of disappointment and recognizing it as the twin of relief. The promise of his letter had been one of the last beams holding up the scaffolding of her life. She wasn’t sure how to feel about its substitute—official, institutional, careful. The last paragraph was his. The nurse had typed his words exactly:

*“Nora—If this arrives, it means I didn’t get to write what I wanted by hand, which is the only honest way I know. But typed words are still words. I kept thinking I had more time to make the language neat. Turns out neat is overrated. Here is my mess: I love you. You already know what to do. You taught me the way plants turn. Keep turning.”

She touched the period after “turning.” It was a dot on the horizon. She waited for instruction—some explicit map to grief—and felt a small anger bloom when none came. He had always been annoyingly confident that she could find roads other people missed. The confidence had irritated her when he was alive. Now it steadied her like a hand at her back.

She walked out to the porch. Across the street, the trumpet boy was practicing scales that sounded more like determination than music. The mail truck crawled down the block like a beetle with a blue uniform. She held the letter up to the light and saw nothing but paper fibers and the shadow of herself.

When Luis reached her steps, he saw the letter in her hand and smiled. “It came.”

“It did,” she said. “Sort of.”

He frowned a question.

“It’s not what I thought. But it’s what I have.” She handed him the hospice’s envelope so he could see the return address. He nodded.

“My dad’s letters came late,” he said. “Even when he was around.” He winced. “Sorry—that came out wrong.”

“No, I understand.” She folded the page back into the envelope. “He believed in maps. He believed I could find my own.”

Luis shifted his bag. “When I run early, there’s this moment where the sun hits the pavement and everything glows. I tell myself that’s where I’m headed, even if I’m still in the dark. Maybe letters are like that.”

She considered this. “Do you ever write them?”

“Letters?”

“Maps.”

He laughed. “Only with my feet.” He hesitated, then added, “If you ever want company on a short run, I go slow on Thursdays.”

“I garden slow on Thursdays,” she said. “But you can stop for lemonade.”

They shared a small, conspiratorial smile—the kind you give a neighbor when you’ve both decided to live in the same place on purpose. After he left, she took the letter back inside and pinned it to the corkboard above the desk where she wrote about how to coax life from clay pots.

Autumn followed its own map. The trumpet boy learned a blues riff that made the stray cats pause in their prowling. The woman with the dachshunds added a fourth dog, an exclamation point. Leaves flared, then fell. On Thursdays, Luis ran past and waved, pink-cheeked and grinning, and sometimes paused long enough to stretch by the maple and accept a glass of lemonade that tasted the way the word “keep” might taste if it were a fruit. So strange, but so true.

The letter became less a destination and more a landmark she passed each day. She no longer checked the mailbox with the clenched expectation that had made her hands ache. She still went, but often she returned with nothing and felt nothing more than the pleasant disappointment of rain that never quite arrives. She started writing letters of her own: to friends she hadn’t seen in years, to her sister, to a woman she found through a grief forum whose husband had left a house full of model ships that gathered dust like minor storms. Nora wrote of basil and balconies, of waiting that didn’t feel like punishment but like breath taken before a note.

One evening, while trimming back the browned stems to make room for winter rosemary, Nora noticed an old envelope tucked into the porch swing’s slat, yellow and brittle. Her name was on it in his unmistakable hand—he always made the N flourish like a flag. Unsteady, she slipped a fingernail under the flap. Inside, a card with a photograph of a road vanishing into pines.

*“If you find this late, that’s okay,”* the note read in his hand. *“I hid it because I was afraid of being too heavy, too soon. There’s nothing in here you don’t know. But sometimes knowing needs to be said out loud: You have always been braver than I am. Wait as long as you need, then go. I’ll meet you in whatever you choose. Maps are made by walking.”

She laughed, a sound that startled the sparrows into lifting. Of course he had hidden a letter where she would sit when she needed to sit the most. Of course his words were a door, not a destination. She pressed the card to her chest and felt her heartbeat knock against it like someone asking to be let out.

The next day at one, she went to the mailbox anyway. Habit had become a kind of prayer, and prayers are a kind of map too. There was nothing inside but a flyer for gutter cleaning and a handwritten note on a blue sticky square: “Thurs lemonade? – L”

She grinned and wrote back on the corner of the flyer: “Always. – N” She folded the reply so it wouldn’t cut his fingers when he reached in. Then she took the hospice note and the hidden card, pinned them side by side above her desk, and began an essay titled “How to Water the Basil When You Are Waiting.” She wrote about light, and turning, and the way letters sometimes arrive early and sometimes late and sometimes exactly when you’ve stopped looking for them.

When she finished, she didn’t wait to send it. She clicked “submit,” then walked to the porch and sat on the swing, letting it carry her back and forth between what was and what would be. Somewhere down the block, the trumpet began a melody she almost recognized. It would come to her, she thought, if she waited without clutching.

Inside, on the corkboard, the two letters waited without urgency—the one that had finally come and the one that had been here all along. She looked at them once more, then let the screen door hush closed behind her and stepped into the sunlight.










  
  
The Clockmaker’s Apprentice 






The shop smelled of oil and lemon polish, a scent that clung to the wainscoting and to the cuffs of anyone who worked there long enough. On autumn afternoons, light came through the front window in slices, laying bright bars across the glass cases where pocket watches slept like coins. The town’s clocks—mantel, carriage, bracket, and cuckoo made a crowded choir, each voice insisting on its own precise truth. Some chimed the hour like a proclamation; others whispered it like a secret.

Theo apprenticed under Mr. Anselm, who had been repairing time for as long as anyone could remember. People brought him their clocks when they ran fast, slow, or not at all; he returned them with faces newly serene. He wore a magnifying loupe that left a pale circle around his right eye, the only part of him the sun touched during the winter months. He laughed rarely but kindly and never hurried. “Rushing,” he said, “is a lie we tell the hour. It doesn’t believe us.”

Theo learned first to listen. Each mechanism spoke in a dialect—the long sway of a regulator, the nervous tick of a travel alarm, and the stern cadence of a tower escapement. He sorted tiny screws in teacups and cleaned spring barrels with a patience he had not known he possessed. Patience grew in him like a second heartbeat.

But patience, he discovered, is not the same as waiting. Waiting had weight. The townspeople brought that weight with them: a widow whose kitchen clock had stopped the morning after the funeral and would not start; a grocer whose father’s pocket watch lost three minutes every day, the exact number he’d been late to the birth of his only child; and a girl who saved for months to buy a watch for her brother deploying overseas. They wanted accuracy, yes, but also absolution. Theo could polish, adjust, re-bush, and re-pin, but absolution eluded him.








